ROSLIN’S FAMOUS BATTLE

Most of the residents of the village of Roslin, Midlothian, are acquainted with the fact that in the year 1302 a battle was fought between the Scots and English, near to the present site of Dryden Mains Farm.  Few, though, realise how important this battle is in the annals of Scottish History.  John of Fordun, in his ‘Chronicles of the Scottish Nation’ states, ‘From the beginning of the first war which ever broke out between the Scots and the English, it is said there was never so desperate a struggle, or one in which the prowess of knightly valour shone forth so brightly’.  This is a short account of the events leading up to and culminating in this famous battle.

In the summer of 1298, an admonition was delivered against King Edward I of England charging him with unjust aggression on Scotland.  This was followed by another more to the point.  It charged him distinctly with a violation of the liberty and rights of the Kingdom and Church of Scotland, done under the false pretext of a right of superiority over that country.  The meaning of which was, in fact, that Scotland was a free sovereignty with no subjections, save as in that period of time, all sovereigns owed to the Church of Rome.  It must be remembered that in these troubled times Scotland was without a sovereign, John Baliol having abdicated after the Battle of Dunbar in 1296 and the vacant throne being hotly contested by various factions, notably those of John ‘The Red’ Comyn and Robert Bruce.  Edward, however, did not agree with the findings of the Court of Rome and he duly sent a strongly worded protest against this attempt to interfere with the feudal and constitutional prerogatives of the Crown of England.

We are told that in the year 1300 on St. John’s or Midsummer’s Day, King Edward held a court at Carlisle and ordered a general muster against the Scots.  In May, 1301, King Edward had been strenuously working by general summons, general commission of array and in other ways to gather an army sufficient for an effectual and final invasion of Scotland.  The first blow he was able to strike was the destruction of Caerlaverock Castle in Dumfriesshire.  In 1301, Edward seems to have had the range of Scotland, south of the Forth, for this writs are dated from various places there.

Now came the famed encounter which was to earn the village of Roslin a well deserved niche in Scotland’s heritage.

In 1302, an English army was sent into Scotland under the command of John de Segrave, appointed Governor of the ‘Province’ of Scotland.  He was accompanied by another important person, Ralph de Manton, or Ralph the Cofferer, as he was called, due to his position as Paymaster.

The army, under a feeling of false security, was broken up into three divisions near Edinburgh, one under Segrave, himself being posted at Roslin.

All had been in Winter quarters, as it was the month of February, and no opposition seems to have been expected.  On 24 February, as the ‘English Chronicler’ tells us, a boy ran into the camp shouting that from the top of one of the high banks abundant round Roslin, an army was close upon them.  It had come from the uplands of Peebles and Lanark. 

 John Comyn and Simon Frazer had come briskly through from Biggar to Roslin in one night with some chosen men, ‘who chose rather death before unworthy subjection to the English Nation (Fordon)’   They immediately fell upon Segrave’s division and soundly defeated it.   Segrave himself was severely wounded and taken prisoner, Monton slain and a great many knights captured and held at Rosslyn Castle.

While the Scots were dividing up their spoils, a second division appeared in full battle array.  This was also engaged by the Scots and suffered the same fate as the first.  Hardly, however, had this been achieved than a third and more powerful force arrived to enter the fray.  The Scots understandably fatigued in both body and spirit, somehow rallied themselves, re-organised and after a fierce struggle gained a third victory.  This was slightly marred, however, by the rescue of John Segrave by Robert Neville, one of the English knights.

Many varying estimates are given as to the numbers in each force, the most common being approximately eight thousand Scots and twenty four thousand English in the combined divisions.  We can perhaps gain some idea of the numbers involved from an extract from John of Fordun’s ‘Chronicle of the Scottish Nation’ –

‘So after this manifold ordeal and awful struggle, the Scots, who if one looked on the opposite side, were few in number, as it were a handful of corn or flour compared with the multitude of the sea sand by the owner, by the power, not of man, but of God, subdued their foes and gained a happy and gladsome victory’

Thus, this small and today quiet Midlothian village, became the stage for what has been called the ‘fiercest struggle ever’ between the Scots and English nations.

Today, visitors come from every corner of the world to visit Rosslyn Chapel with its famed Apprentice’s Pillar.  The site of this famous victory is now commemorated by a Cairn which can be reached by a relatively comfortable walk along Manse Road to Dryden Mains Farm.  The site offers beautiful views across the Pentland Hills as well as access to a variety of short walks through beautiful woodland country.
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